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Policy Update

Elliott Ruga, Director of Policy and Communications

t the end of the last Legislative

Session in January, a bill was
introduced that reformed New
Jersey’s affordable housing program by
abolishing the moribund Council on
Affordable Housing (COAH). Bill S50/
A4 would take control of the affordable
housing program away from the Courts,
which had stepped in after Governor
Christie suspended COAH in 2015, and
place the program in the Department
of Community Affairs (DCA). Doing
so would require DCA to calculate
the regional need for affordable units
and assign to municipalities their
“Fair Share” of the regional need.
Housing advocates, with the support of
legislative leadership, intended to fast-
track the bill during this “lame duck”
period (after November’s election but
before the start of the new legislative
session). The problem was that the bill
lacked any provisions recognizing the
Highlands as a limited growth region.
The environmental features that protect
the region’s water resources-which

are regulated under the Highlands

Your Legacy, Our Mission

Supporting the Coalition is crucial
for advancing our mission. Consider
legacy gifts like donor advised funds
to leave a lasting impact, ensuring your
influence extends for generations. It's
a straightforward, flexible, and tax-
advantageous way to support your
favorite causes, offering a hands-on
approach to philanthropy.

If you've already made a Donor-
Advised Fund grant with the help of
a financial advisor to the New Jersey
Highlands Coalition, please let us know
by reaching out to us directly at Brielle@

njhighlandscoalition.org. Your support is
greatly appreciated!

Regional Master Plan but not under
DEP’s land use regulations-would be
seen as developable and DCA’s number
of affordable units would be reflected
accordingly.

We testified at three of the four
legislative committee hearings about
how the bill was on a collision course
with the Highlands Act, which would
result in unintended consequences
that put at risk the water supplies for
70% of the State's residents. But the
housing interests behind the bill weren't
getting the message. In fact, they weren't
listening to any objections. All were
lumped together as wanting to maintain
New Jersey’s sad record of policies
that excluded the poor from wealthy
communities. Although we know that
was not the case with our concerns,
we must reckon with the sobering fact
that there are those marching with us
under the banner of natural and cultural
resource protection, whose true intention
is to enforce exclusionary policies.

'The bill passed in the Assembly, but
we were able to convince a senior and
influential Senator that despite the bill’s
good intentions, the sponsors needed
to hear more from the public because
of how consequential and far ranging

lan Brastow festifies at the Statehouse in
Trenton on Affordable Housing Bill S5044.
(photo: Elliott Ruga)
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Newark Watershed Lands, as wviewed
rom Green Pond Mountain. Protecting
watersheds like these is a chief aim of the
Highlands Act and the Coalition’s work
(photo: Dylan Medici)

its impacts would be. That Senator’s
discussion with the bill's prime sponsor
resulted in the Senate version being held
from a full vote causing both the Senate
and Assembly versions to expire with
the close of the 2022-2023 legislative
session.

In mid-January the bills were re-
introduced in the 2024-2025 Legislative
Session and quickly scheduled for
committee hearings. Meanwhile, we
continued our outreach to Senators.

We were quite surprised when the

main force behind the bill, the Fair
Share Housing Center, along with the
Senate Majority Office, reached out to
discuss bill amendments concerning the
Highlands region. In a series of three
meetings over two weeks it was agreed
that environmentally sensitive areas

as defined by the Highlands Regional
Master Plan would be excluded from the
vacant land analysis (developable land)
for Highlands-conformed municipalities
and that the Highlands Council, not the
DCA, would determine the maximum
number of residential units that could be
built in those municipalities.

'The Affordable Housing Reform Act
passed in both houses and was signed
by the Governor on March 3.This is a
huge win for affordable housing that is
in harmony with a sustainable future for

the Highlands. §j.



Highlands Coalition Makes Every. Drop. Count.
Jen Wanisko, Events Coordinator
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On April 20, Highlands Coalition friends and tr

ustees made Every Drop Count by going Over the Edge at the Hilton Meadowlands in

East Rutherford to raise money to protect the Highlands: a source of drinking water for 70% of New Jerseyans. (photos: Elliott Ruga)

hirty-six bold conservation allies

took environmental awareness
to new heights at the New Jersey
Highlands Coalition’s first-ever Over
'The Edge fundraiser on April 20.
Staff, trustees, partners, and friends
gathered at the Hilton Meadowlands to
complete a 200-foot urban rappel from
the roof of the 21-story hotel in East
Rutherford. Executive Director Julia
Somers, donning a full body harness
and a blue climbing helmet, kicked oft
the event around 10:30 a.m. as she was
secured to a rope and leaned back over
the edge of the roof to begin her rappel.
Her daughter Camilla was clipped
into a second rope just a few feet away
from her mom. Both women were
outfitted with action cameras to capture
the excitement as they descended the
building using a lever device to control
their speed.

Julia was the first to register for the
event months ago. She explains that she
will not ask others to do anything that
she isn’t willing to do herself. After she
was back on firm ground, Julia joined
Bert Baron of Hackettstown's WRN]
who emceed the event. Speaking into
the microphone, she reminded the
crowd, "In the state of New Jersey, 70%
of the state's residents get some or all

of their water from the New Jersey
Highlands.”

Throughout the morning and into
the afternoon, other rappelers steadily
made their way down the hotel's sleek
glass exterior. Among them were David
Budd the President of the Coalition’s
Board of Trustees, and fellow trustees
Michael Henderson, Wynnie-Fred
Victor Hinds, Jessica Murphy, Laura
Oltman, and Michael Soriano. Several
of the Coalition’s partner organizations
helped raise funds to send a rappeler
over the edge including Sparta for
Responsible Development, Highlands
Glacial Lakes Initiative (HIGLIN),
Passaic River Coalition, Morris
County Historic Trust, Morris Park
Alliance, and the New Jersey League of
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Conservation Voters. Mendham Alliance
for Preservation and Conservation also
supported the Coalition’s Over The Edge
efforts.

Some rappelers learned about the
event through social media and word-of-
mouth and were simply intrigued by the
opportunity to rappel a building. Over
'The Edge had not been held anywhere
in New Jersey since 2018, and the
Coalition appropriately chose Earth Day
weekend to bring the event back to the
Garden State.

Throughout the event, three
professional rope access technicians
facilitated each aspect of the experience
with support from eight trained “Rope
Volunteers” who assisted at the rooftop
rappelling station and belayed from
the ground. The volunteers included
employees from Gravity Vault climbing
gyms and REI of East Hanover. Over
'The Edge was made possible with
generous support from:

* Hilton Meadowlands-Building

Sponsor

*  Performline-Rope Sponsor

*  PSE&G-Helmet Sponsor

*  Peapack Private-Swag Bag

Sponsor

+  Shopriteand .



Trustee Spotlight: Ned Kirby

Lauren Swern, Director of Development

(photo: New Jersey Highlands Coalition)

n this article, Lauren Swern sits

down with Ned Kirby, a longtime
Highlands Coalition trustee. We
explore his journey from plant biology
to environmental sustainability, as well
as his contributions to protecting New
Jersey’s environment with the Coalition.
Get a glimpse into the inner workings
of the Coalition and what fuels our
dedicated partners.

Lauren: How did you first learn
about the Coalition, and what motivated
you to get involved?

Ned: I have followed closely
the work of the Coalition since its
founding in 2005. My motivation
for volunteering and supporting
the Coalition stems from a strong
commitment to sustainability through
community engagement. The Coalition
is unique among environmental groups
because it represents more than 100
member organizations ranging from
grass roots advocacy groups, educational
institutions, conservation associations,
agricultural advocates, cultural groups,
and businesses with the shared goal
of safeguarding the water resources,
ecological integrity, biodiversity, and
cultural and scenic resources of the New
Jersey Highlands.

L: What has been your role within
the Coalition? How long have you been

Highlands Coalition trustee Ned Kirby.

volunteering with us?

N: 1 first joined the Coalition’s Board
of Trustees in 2011 and have served
in several capacities. As a member and
chair of the Development Committee,

I have worked with the Coalition’s
staff and board in setting fundraising
priorities and in outreach to individuals
and non-profit agencies.

L: You've been involved with the
annual Car Trek from the beginning.
What has been your experience working
alongside our partners to put it together?

N: The Car Trek evolved from a
tamily-friendly car rally sanctioned by
the North Jersey Region of the Sports
Car Club of America. We now partner
with the SCCA to provide scripted,
scenic, and educational tours of the
Highlands twice each year and they
have grown in popularity each time.
Participants experience first-hand the
rich history and natural beauty of the
Highlands and develop appreciation
of the critical need to protect these
resources for future generations.

L: What aspect of being a board
member do you find most fulfilling?

N: The Highlands Coalition is
making a difference. I can’t praise more
highly the talented and dedicated staff
and fellow trustees of the Coalition. The
most fulfilling aspect of being a board
member is the pleasure of working with
these committed individuals in pursuit
of the goals of the Coalition.

L: What motivates you to contribute
financially to our cause?

N:I am motivated by the unique
nature of the Coalition as a diverse
alliance of individuals and organizations
who share common interests and
commitments to the Highlands.
Exemplary of the Coalition’s role is the
Small Grants program that annually
provides financial and advisory support
for grass roots initiatives.

L: What types of giving do you
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prioritize, and why do they hold
significance for you?

N: My giving has provided
annual support to the Coalition and
sponsorship through planned giving.

L: Are there specific individuals or
factors that influence your decision to
make a donation? If so, what are they?

N: We all make choices. Several
years ago, a colleague advised me that
personal giving has the most impact at
the local level. Following this advice,
my charitable contributions focus on
organizations that impact our local
communities.

L: What role do you envision the
Coalition playing in the future?

N: The pressures of population and
economic growth in and outside the
Highlands region have significantly
increased demand for Highlands
water and resources. In the future the
Coalition will continue the commitment
to coordinate efforts of community
and environmental partners to provide
strong and effective stewardship of these
resources. .

Our twice annual car trek visits many lesser-
known locations in the Highlands, like the
Turner House featured in our Spring 2023
Highlands Harvest' route that highlighted
small farms and business in Warren County.
(photo: Elliott Ruga)



April Showers Bring May Mega-
Warehouses to Sparta
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PARTA RESPONSIBLE

SpanaResponslblenevelapmem.org

Sparta Responsible Development volunteers prove how effective organized grassroots groups

can be. (photo: Sparta Responsible Development)

Sparta Responsible Development
is a volunteer driven nonprofit whose
mission is to unite our community and
encourage responsible development that
protects our people, our environment and
our future. For more information, visit

spartaresponsibledevelopment.org.

parta Responsible Development is

planting new garden signs with the
phrase “Still Fighting.” A new message
of “Protect Your Nest: Fund the Fight”
is being rolled out to re-engage and
educate the community of the Mega
Warehouse threat that will be back at
the planning board for hearings in May.
'The community needs the opportunity
to present their own experts in land use
and the environment.

Our partnership with the New
Jersey Highlands Coalition gives us
the opportunity to raise funds for the
experts we need in this legal battle. It
gives our donors and potential donors
the confidence that their donation will
be spent in exactly the manner in which
they intend. It also gives us a network
of other member organizations to learn
from and to educate.

Two years ago, the developer testified
that at the time of their testing the
Mega Warehouse property was just 14
feet over the German Flats Aquifer

which is an important water source
in the Highlands. The Highlands — of
which Sparta is a small part — covers
less than 15% of the state, yet provides
70% of its residents with drinking
water, so municipalities must take this
into consideration when considering
development in water supply areas

Our SRD community has been
a model for community engagement
and together we forged a path toward
responsible development while inspiring
leadership who would reflect our values
by considering the balance of a thriving
economy, the safety and health of
our people and the protection of our
environmental resources with every
decision. Because families, farms and
businesses depend on a steady supply of
clean water, and because water resources
do not follow municipal boundaries, we
have encouraged our leadership to bring
our planning area into conformance with
the Highlands Regional Master Plan.

As we prepare for the next chapter in
our Mega Warehouse saga, we reflect on
our accomplishments with admiration of
the volunteers who are serving in roles
necessary to guide development in our
beautiful and environmentally sensitive
part of the state. We are asking a lot
of them and we are asking for what is
necessary and just. .

Your Water ... Your Future

Every Forest a

Box of Chocolate

Dylan Medici,
Manager of Outreach and Education

Looking into a forest from the
outside, you never know what you're
going to get until you get up close. This
spring I took a walk with our Natural
Heritage Committee vice chair Emile
DeVito to search for an unmapped
vernal pool at an upcoming clearcut
proposed on Sparta Mountain.

In the spring, the forest is awash
with the sounds and sights of life: the
drumming of a yellow-bellied sapsucker
echoes in the distance while a red
shouldered hawk soars in the warm
air rising from the tree canopy. As we
approach the vernal pool, the chorus of
spring peepers becomes louder, as does
the pitter-patter of the arriving rain.

Yet these species which rely on
undisturbed habitat are of no major
concern when NJDEP decides each year
to destroy acres of our best public forests.
It is hard to understand their value when
looking in from the road. Like water,
their value is only fully realized when
they are gone.

Emile Devito (rear) inspects wetlands at
Sparta Mountain Wildlife Management
Area with volunteers (photo: New Jersey
Highlands Coalition)
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New Jersey Highlands Coalition
Board of Trustees 2024

David Budd Pres. James Gilbert Jean Rich

Jessica Murphy, 75z VP Barbara Gomes Hon. Michael Soriano
John Donahue, 2nd VP Michael Henderson Hon. Adele Starrs

Michael Keady, Secretary Dwight Hiscano Ashwani Vasishth, Ph.D
Laura Oltman, Treasurer Ned Kirby Wynnie-Fred Victor Hinds
Jan Barry Mark Lohbauer Lee Wallace

Sandy Batty Jim Lyons Dr. Sara Webb

Theresa Bender Chapman Chief Vincent Mann

Hon. William Cogger Sergio Moncada

View trustee bios at https://njhighlandscoalition.org/njhc-trustees

""""""" Your water  Won't You Join Us?
vovad! .  Won't You Join Us:
The New Jersey Highlands Membership Contribution:
Coalition is a nonprofit 0 $1,000 O$500 O$100 O$50 O $30 O Other

organization made up of groups and

(Your contribution is tax deductible and may be eligible for a matching contribution by the company where you
individuals committed to a common goal work. Please make checks payable to: New Jersey Highlands Coalition.)

of helping protect, enhance and restore Or make your donation online at www.njhighlandscoalition.org/donate-join
the New Jersey Highlands.

You can help. Name:
Please return your membership contribution to: Address:
New Jersey Highlands Coalition Phone(s):
508 Main Street
Boonton, NJ 07005 Email:

www.njhighlandscoalition.org

Meet your personal, financial and estate planning goals by making a lifetime or testamentary charitable gift that expresses your affection for the
New Jersey Highlands. Contact Julia Somers for more information: 973-588-7190, or julia@njhighlandscoalition.org




